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The Problem and its Existing Solutions 

The city of Athens has a great multitude of events, restaurants, bars, and other venues to 
offer to those fortunate enough to know about them. Many of the smaller venues, 
sometimes even more popular ones, remain undiscovered for many due to the fact that the 
primary way that these businesses are advertised is by word of mouth - if the "word" fails to 
reach someone due to lack of connections or interaction, they fail to discover a potentially 
amazing Athens experience. 

While exploring this problem, we have come across some solutions already in place. 
However, they only solve part of the problem and fall short on some of the fundamental 
aspects that need to be addressed. An analog solution is the local free magazine, Flagpole. 
The paper edition has been around Athens for many years and is locally published. The 
magazine mainly contains information on events such as concerts, art shows, and movies. 
The calendar of events extends from the date of an edition until one week later. This makes it 
hard to plan further ahead than the next week. However, some of the venues mentioned in 
the Flagpole do give a more extended calendar in their advertisement. The paper magazine is 
complemented by its website. The website gives a little more information on the events but 
still the calendar of events doesn't extend further than a week. Flagpole falls short when it 
comes to little known places and hidden spots. When it comes to the scoop on restaurants in 
the area. Flagpole will occasionally tell you when a new restaurant opens or closes. However, 
most of the dynamic information like this is not quickly accessible. 

An app called Athens Life Unleashed is another attempt at a solution. The app is put out by 
the Athens Visitor Bureau. The app does a good job with covering what is going on in Athens. 
There are lists of restaurants, favorite places to go, guides to the way that Athens works 
(such as public transportation and government), and events happening throughout Athens. It 
is spattered with little hints and little known facts which make it interesting to the average 
tourist. However, not many people have heard of this app. With all that it does offer it too 
falls short on some key issues. One big issue is that it is not up to date. There are listings of 
restaurants that have been closed for a number of years and are listed with the same address 
as a current business. Having a dynamically updated app would be a definite plus. Athens Life 
Unleashed also seems to cater to tourists and visitors. One has to wade through multiple 
steps and pages to get to pertinent information. This makes it not appealing for Athens 
citizens who want to get info quick and easy without going through the steps that don't apply 
to them. 

More attempts at solutions are a number of template websites that you could apply to any 
city such as Eventful Athens and Connect2Athens. They are just collections of information on 
the web about Athens. Their layout is the same no matter what city you are searching for and 
none of the information is in-depth or personal to Athens. This make for a very stale and 
boring user experience. 

Even more distant from Athens are the review sites such as Yelp, UrbanSpoon, and Zagat. 
While these websites offer information on the happenings in Athens they are really just 
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places for people to talk about their experience in Athens. These are helpful in determining 
what might be a good event to attend but do not really delve into all that Athens and the 
surrounding areas offer. 

While all of these produce information about Athens they miss the majority of what the town 
really has to offer. 

Understanding the Users 

To successfully understand the problem the population faces when trying to discover Athens, 
we first had to identify the population which faces this specific dilemma. We distributed a 
short questionnaire to our peers, co-workers, as well as on social media to understand who 
would be using such an application. We wanted to gather information on what they currently 
use to solve this problem, as well as an alternative solution that would better suit their 
needs. The results of the questionnaire are illustrated in the following graphs. 

Figure 1. Age distribution 
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Figure 2. Frequency of Community Outings (i.e. concerts, nightlife events 




Figure 3. Frequency of dining out 
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Figure 5. Current method used to discover events 
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As seen in Figure 1, the majority of those that responded to surveys were under the age of 
32. The results of the survey further describe these users as mainly single college students 
who currently live with roommates, explaining why getting information by word of mouth 
was so prevalent. In contrast, the second largest group of those taking the survey were 
married and had children. This demonstrates the variety of patrons attending venues in 
Athens. 

Of the 60 responses from the survey, 49 responded that they participated in some sort of 
community outing event at least 1 time a week (Figure -, Figure -). These outings include 
concerts, festivals, and dining out. The results also show an almost even divide between 
those that consume alcohol and those that do not consume alcohol. Those that responded 
demonstrate an interest in a variety of activities in Athens - not just the typical bar scene. 

With an understanding of who the possible users are as well as the activities they engage in, 
discovering how the activities were discovered leads to insight on how to resolve the 
problem. As seen in Figure 5, 43% of those that responded use social media as their main 
avenue of information. The next largest group, those that selected word of mouth, 
constitutes approximately 30% of those that responded. In a stark contrast, users searching 
for information on a restaurant to visit by word of mouth made up 65% of the responses. 

In summary, the majority of the users and potential stakeholders consist of college students 
between the age of 21 and 32. This is easily explained due to the fact that Athens is a large 
college town. The next largest group consist of those that are married and have children, a 
complete opposite of the college student population. As such, the possible venues visited by 
these users can range from the bar scene to the more family friendly restaurants scattered 
across town. Restaurant owners, bar owners, and event organizers now become potential 
stakeholders due to their involvement with the users. Similarly, those in charge of businesses 
such as the Athens Chamber of Commerce, the Visitors Bureau, as well the Downtown 
Development Authority are potential stakeholders as well. 

Data gathered from interviews with business owners, welcome centers, and the Convention 
and Visitors Bureau suggests that the most used form of communication is social media. The 
Oconee Welcome Center uses Facebook and Twitter as their biggest way of to get their 
information to consumers. However, they also hand out a great number of brochures. About 
90% of the Athens Welcome Center's communication is with brochures. They sometimes use 
the Visitors Bureau's website as a reference for visitors that come in. They expressed great 
interest in a possible mobile application to either help navigate people around Athens and 
the surrounding area. The Visitor's Bureau had a couple of ways that they communicated 
with the public. Their website is their best form of communication. This is followed by their 
presence on social media such as Facebook and Twitter. Another way is blasting out a 
monthly email newsletter. When asked about the Athens Life Unleashed app, the 
representative at the Visitor's Bureau said that the Bureau did not produce the app. 
However, they would like to see some sort of solution that would allow people to give 
feedback on the events and attractions they attended. 
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All of the business owners that were spoken to reported that social media was their most 
successful way of getting their information out - some did Facebook, some Twitter, and some 
both. Another form of advertisement involved emails sent through MailChimp (an email 
marketing service) and other such services. The biggest problem business owners had with 
websites and apps was the cost in time and money to keep them updated. However, they too 
expressed interest in a solution that would allow users to give feedback about the experience 
they may have at local venues. 



Understanding the Problem 

To understand the problem, we must analyze the tasks performed by users attempting to 
find new places or events in Athens. If someone is interested in finding out what is going on 
in Athens, they have a variety of both digital and analog means to obtain their information. 
The basic steps a user would take when trying to find information is detailed below (in no 
specific order). 

Step 1. Search the Internet 

■ Search Google 

■ Search Yelp 

■ Search Facebook 

■ Look at assorted Athens info sites 
Step 2, Review local publications 

■ Read Flagpole 

■ Read local papers 

■ Look for flyers 

Step 3. Socialize (i.e. word of mouth) 

■ Talk to friends 

■ Talk to locals 

■ Talk to restaurant/bar staff 

This existing system is unreliable and not entirely connected. Many of the websites and 
mobile apps that we surveyed had outdated information that was no longer relevant, such as 
restaurants that had gone out of business or concerts that had already happened. Printed 
publications are limited in the amount of information they can provide as well as the ability 
to edit information quickly if necessary. Finding information via 'word of mouth' is not readily 
available to everyone and sometimes unreliable due to the fact that some are more isolated 
than others - not everyone is as interactive and immersed in the Athens community. From 
personal experience, a similar process in finding a new restaurant, bar, or any kind of venue 
is followed. It often ends unsuccessful and provide us with information already known or a 
restaurant regularly visited. Such an experience is common when using a combination of the 
solutions currently available. 
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Providing a Better Solution 

The data that we collected suggests that the most prevalent way that younger users find out 
about what is going on in Athens is by a combination of word of mouth and social media. But 
these two forms of information gathering don't provide a good enough resource for all the 
users. They are both biased by the user who is describing the attraction. While this can be 
helpful, how one user responds to an attraction might not be applicable to every user. 
However, this changes when the age of the user increases. In older users, a combination of 
analog media, such as Flagpole magazine and the newspaper, and the web are the most 
prevalent. 

Along with the data represented in the above graphs we collected data on what users might 
look for in a possible solution to the problem displayed in Figure 6. 



Figure 6. Desired method to discover restaurants/events 




The majority of potential users that were questioned considered a mobile app to be a good 
solution for the problem. In an article titled Digital Game Changers, it is explained that the 
shift of dominance from desktop usage to mobile usage provides a new method of 
advertising that many businesses are not yet fully capitalizing on - a great majority of people 
now use mobile devices regularly (Fulgoni and Lipsman, 11). This study, combined with data 
collected, supports the idea that a mobile app that utilizes the personal aspect of word of 
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mouth/social media as well as the detail based information of newspapers/magazines would 
be a sufficient solution. 

Such an app or system should allow the user to interact with other users and local 
attractions. Similar to Yelp's current solution, users should have the ability to leave 
comments and reviews about the venue they attended. In addition, this system should take 
advantage of how the majority of users receive information by word of mouth - the 
functionality of the system should be primarily user generated. This contrasts with Yelp's 
current implementation, where businesses are mainly in control of content. The user simply 
provides comments and reviews. The possible benefits of having a "word of mouth" or user 
centric system include "free" advertising bundled with a possible increase in customer 
interest. 

The user should also be able to find an attraction that corresponds with their needs and 
interests. Having a search or sort functionality is incredibly important due to the fact that a 
wide variety of users are looking for a wide variety of venues. Also, attractions that are 
available should not be limited to just the high traffic areas such as downtown or campus, 
but feature a variety of all that the Athens area has to offer. 

Criteria 

To judge the effectiveness of our design, we would take into account the amount of traffic 
that lesser known restaurants or events received after the implementation of our solution. In 
a study done by Charlett, positive word of mouth was found to "increase purchase 
intentions" (Radigherri & Mulder, 252). One can then reason that a core functionality a user 
centric system would provide is accurate venue recommendations; a positive customer 
experience leads to a positive recommendation, thus increasing attendance to that venue. 
Much like Yelp's current implementation, which measures user traffic on a venue's yelp page 
as well as its website (Yelp Case Studies), an increase in traffic means an effective solution. 
Also, given that our research strongly suggests that users would prefer a mobile app for 
finding information, we will most likely choose the mobile environment to develop our 
solution. A quantitative measure of the success could then be how many users our mobile 
environment solution attracts, such as the amount of downloads of the mobile app. 
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